Discriminating Francisella tularensis and Francisella-like endosymbionts in Dermacentor reticulatus ticks: evaluation of current molecular techniques.
Francisella tularensis, the causative agent of tularemia, is commonly transmitted by ticks. To ensure accurate F. tularensis reporting rates in epidemiological surveys, specific discrimination between F. tularensis and Francisella-like tick endosymbionts (FLEs) is absolutely critical. Four molecular available techniques capable of distinguishing Francisella spp. were compared here for the first time in French Dermacentor reticulatus ticks in order to estimate their specificity as well as their ease and speed of use. Results showed that tul4 and fopA real-time PCR assays can easily and effectively discriminate between F. tularensis and FLEs in D. reticulatus. In addition, a high prevalence of FLEs in D. reticulatus collected in France was reported by the use of fopA real-time PCR assay (79%). Finally, phylogenetic analysis showed that FLEs isolated from D. reticulatus correspond to a well-defined group compared to FLEs originating from various tick species.